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Tradition and Originality in El Greco’s Work:
His Synthesis of Byzantine and Renaissance
Conceptions of Art
Richard G. Mann
San Francisco State University

THEOTOKOPOULOS (1541–1614), usually called El
Greco, had one of the most unusual “career paths” of any artist of
his era.1 In less than a decade, he transformed himself from a Byzantine icon painter into one of the most innovative artists of the western
European Renaissance. His Spanish contemporaries had no difficulty in
acknowledging the significance of his origins. Thus, the court poet Paravicino declared “Creta le dió la vida y los pinceles” (Crete gave him life and
the painter’s craft).2 Nevertheless, most North American and western
European scholars of the modern era have maintained that his initial experiences as an icon painter had little relevance to the later phases of his
career, and they have characterized his mature work as a deliberate and
thorough “break” with his origins.3 It cannot be denied that El Greco
radically transformed both his working methods and the character of his
art during his years in Italy (1568–77). Yet, there are no good reasons to
suppose that his evident fascination with Italian art impelled him to reject
his origins. In opposition to the prevalent analysis of El Greco exclusively
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1This article is based upon a paper of the same title, which I presented at the RMMRA
Conference, Fort Collins, Colo., 2001. I have taken into account numerous suggestions,
generously offered by various members of the audience. I also benefitted from stimulating
discussions with Martha Wolff, Cynthia Kuniej-Berry, Frank Zuccari, and Faye Wrubel. Furthermore, I wish to thank the Community Associates of the Art Institute of Chicago for a
grant which funded some of the research presented here.
2Quoted from a sonnet dedicated to the memory of the artist by Fray Hortensio Félix
Paravacino (1580–1633), the preacher to King Philip III and the most famous orator of his
time:
Creta le dió la vida y los pinceles
Toledo, mejor patria donde empie_a
a lograr con la Death, eternidades.
(Crete gave him life and the painter’s craft
Toledo, a better homeland, where he began
to attain through Death eternal life.)
This sonnet is reprinted in Francisco Javier Sánchez Cantón, Fuentes literarias para la historia del arte español, 5 vols. (Madrid: Centro de Estudios Históricos, 1923–41), 5:434.
3Manuel B. Cossío, El Greco (Madrid: Victoriano Suárez, 1908), 501–12 and passim,
argued that Byzantine art could not be related to El Greco’s later work. Cossío proposed that
XXX
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within the categories of western European art, some scholars have sought
to interpret the paintings of his Spanish years primarily by reference to
Byzantine art and culture.1 Given the character of the dominant scholarship on the artist, it perhaps is not surprising that many advocates of this
position have tended to overlook other sources for his mature work. Nevertheless, I think it is essential that we develop an understanding of the
artist that acknowledges his diverse experiences.
In this paper, I seek to contribute to this goal by discussing examples
of significant work, which reveal a synthesis of Byzantine and Renaissance
artistic conventions and forms. In his first major commissioned work, the
Assumption of the Virgin, El Greco not only demonstrated his mastery of
1

El Greco used Italianate forms to visualize significant aspects of Spanish life. The first monograph and catalogue dedicated to the artist, Cossío’s book helped to shape later scholarship.
Since its initial publication, Harold Wethey, El Greco and His School, 2 vols. (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1962), has been regarded as the definitive catalogue of his work.
Wethey eloquently argued that El Greco should be considered a quintessentially Western
European artist, and he refused to accept any icons in his corpus, including ones that were
inscribed by him (1: 5–6, 52–64, and passim). Roberto Longhi,“Una monografía su El
Greco e due suoi inediti,” Paragone 14 (March 1963): 49–57, criticized Wethey’s insistence
that El Greco did not execute any icons. Jonathan Brown, “El Greco and Toledo,” in The
Toledo (Ohio) Museum of Art, El Greco of Toledo, exhibition catalogue (traveled to
Madrid, Museo del Prado; Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art; and Dallas Museum
of Fine Arts, 1982-1983), 76–80, 134–39, maintained that El Greco’s work should be evaluated primarily in terms of Western European artistic traditions, as did José Álvarez Lopera,
El Greco: la obra esenial (Madrid: Silex, 1993), 22–23, 26–29, 40–42, 105–12, 131–34,
220–6, 260–4, and passim (henceforth cited as Álvarez Lopera, Greco). The bibliography on
El Greco is extensive, and I have cited here only some of the most important studies. For
detailed review of the bibliography on El Greco, see Halldor Soehner, “Der Stand des GrecoForschung,” Zeitschrift für Kunstgeschichte, vol. 18/19 (1955–56), 47–75; Jonathan
Brown, “El Greco, the Man and the Myths,” in Toledo (Ohio), Museum of Art, Greco of
Toledo, 15–33; and José Alvarez Lopera, De Ceán á Cossío: la fortuna critica del Greco
(Madrid: Fundación Universitaria Española, 1987).
4For example, José Ramón Mélida, El arte antiquo y El Greco (Madrid: Hauser y Menet,
1915), 2, 5–6, 12–20, argued that it was essential to interpret El Greco as a Byzantine artist.
Among later twentieth-century advocates of this position, Pál Kelemen was perhaps the most
articulate and impassioned. In El Greco Revisited: Candia, Venice, Toledo (New York: Macmillan, 1961), 94–104, Kelemen tried to recreate the artist’s early years in Crete, even
though he did not have access to documents, which were only discovered in subsequent
decades. Moreover, he explained that El Greco utilized Byzantine stylistic devices and iconographic motifs in his Spanish paintings (114–53). David Talbot Rice also wrote extensively
on the Byzantine aspects of El Greco’s work. Among his publications are “El Greco and Byzantium,” Burlington Magazine 70 (1937): 34–9; “El Greco’s Adoration of the Name of
Jesus,” The Listener (16 March, 1961): 494–95; and Art of the Byzantine Era (New York:
Praeger, 1963), 232, 260. Also see Robert Byron and David Talbot Rice, The Birth of Western Painting (London: Routledge, 1930), 162–219. All these authors maintained that El
Greco was not influenced in any significant way by Italian art. More recently, Stella PapadakiOekland, “El Greco’s ‘Byzantism.’ A Reconsideration,” in El Greco of Crete, ed.by Nicos
Hadjinicolaou (Iraklion: Municipality of Iraklion, 1995), 409–24, has pointed out Byzantine
sources for aspects of El Greco’s style, but she also acknowledges the importance of Italian
influences. David Davies, “The Byzantine Legacy in the Art of El Greco,”in ibid., 425–45,
maintains that El Greco’s Catholic altarpieces can be understood by reference to concepts
from theological writings, venerated by the Greek Orthodox Church.
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Italian Renaissance principles, but he also incorporated elements, ultimately inspired by his training as a Byzantine icon painter. In a technical
study of this monumental altarpiece, I discovered that he devised unique
ways to mark this very distinctive work as his personal creation. In addition, I will discuss several versions of Saint Francis Kneeling in Meditation, which, in my opinion, must have been painted solely by El Greco.
Considering the significance of his production of multiple copies of the
same composition, I suggest that the organization of his artistic practice
attests to a profound synthesis of Greek Orthodox veneration of eternally
valid prototypes with western Renaissance ideals concerning artistic originality.
A brief review of the development of El Greco’s career will provide a
context for these case studies. Theotokopoulos was trained as a Byzantine
icon painter in his birthplace, Candia (now called Iraklion), the largest
city on Crete. Before his twenty-fifth birthday, he had become the head
of a highly successful workshop for the production of icons.1 All of the
works which he produced in Crete fully corresponded with traditional
Byzantine practices. In opposition to Roman Catholic doctrine, the
Greek Orthodox Church held that icons manifested the Divine Presence.
Artists were expected to create images that conformed to prototypes,
which were regarded as having constant validity.2 Thus, El Greco’s Saint
Luke painting the Virgin Mary (early 1560s, now in Athens, Benaki
Museum) accords with the standard Byzantine formula for this scene,
exemplified by an anonymous fourteenth–century icon of the subject.3 In
analyzing the Benaki Museum icon, scholars have maintained that such
features as the rounded forms of the legs and the rudimentary indications

1El Greco declared the date and place of his birth in testimony made in a legal suit of
1606. See Francisco de Borja de San Román, “De la vida del Greco: nueva serie de documentos inéditos,” in idem., El Greco de Toledo, vida y obra de Domenico Theotocópuli (Toledo:
Zocodover, 1982), 340–41. Documents concerning his early activity as a painter on Crete
were published by C. D. Mertzios, “Domenicos Theotocopoulos: nouveaux éléments
biographiques,” Arte Veneta, 15 (1961): 217–19 and by Marie Constantoudaki, “Domenicos Théotocopoulos (El Greco) de Candie à Venise: documents inédits (1566-1568),” Thesaurimata, 12 (1975): 292–308.
2Anthony Cutler, “The Pathos of Distance: Byzantium in the Gaze of Renaissance
Europe and Modern Scholarship,” in Reframing the Renaissance: Visual Culture in Europe
and Latin America, 1450–1650, ed. Claire Farago (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1995), 23–45. Also see Alexi Lidov, “Miracle Working Icons of the Mother of God,” in Athens, Benaki Museum, Mother of God, Representations of the Virgin in Byzantine Art, exhibition catalogue (2000), ed. Maria Vassilki, 47–57.
3For a color reproduction of this icon, now located in the Ikonen-Museum, Recklinghausen, Germany, see Madrid, Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, El Greco, Identity and Transformation, exhibition catalogue (traveled to Rome, Palazzo delle Esposizioni and Athens,
National Gallery & Alexandros Soutzos Museum, 1999-2000), ed. by José Álvarez Lopera,
226. For a color reproduction of El Greco’s Saint Luke Painting the Icon of the Virgin Mary
in the Benaki Museum, see ibid., 226.
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of space provide strong premonitions of his later work.1 Despite these
features, El Greco’s painting is remarkably similar to the fourteenth–century icon. Slight variations in the appearance of icons inevitably occurred;
numerous other Cretan painters of the second half of the sixteenth century also employed motifs inspired by Italian art.2 However, in contrast to
western European Renaissance artists who took pride in their breaks with
tradition, Byzantine artists and theorists regarded such variations as
minor distractions from the eternally significant qualities of icons.3 In the
Dormition of the Virgin (1567, Dormition Church, Syros), one of the last
works which he created before leaving his homeland, El Greco visualized
Greek Orthodox beliefs about the passing of the Virgin Mary from earth
to heaven.4 In the lower foreground, Christ is shown receiving the soul
of the Virgin, who is also depicted above as the Queen of Heavens. The
Dormition prominently features Italian decorative elements, such as the
very ornate candelabra in the foreground. But my students, who insist
that the Syros icon “looks just like” all the other Byzantine images that
they have seen, are basically right
In late 1567, El Greco emigrated to Venice, the capital of the empire
which included Crete. During the second half of the sixteenth century,
many other Cretan artists also went to Venice, in the hope of gaining commissions in that prosperous city. However, unlike El Greco, the other
Cretan painters who moved there did not substantially alter their styles or
working methods. They simply incorporated more Italian motifs into a
consistent Byzantine framework. None of these painters accepted Renaissance ideas about the relevance of change to the creation of art works.5
In contrast, El Greco fully absorbed the distinctive Italian Renaissance
conceptions of the nature of artistic production. As is well known, the
1For a review of scholarship, see the entry by M. Constantoudaki-Kitromilides in
Madrid, Thyssen-Bornemisza, Greco, 356–67.
2Maria Constantoudaki-Kitromilides, “Cretan Painting During the XV and XVI Centuries: The Long Path Towards Domenikos Theotokopoulous and His Early Production,” in
Madrid, Thyssen-Bornemisza, Greco, 83–91.
3See Cutler, “Pathos of Distance,” esp. 37–45. Chryssanthi Baltoyanni, “The Mother
of God in Portable Icons,” in Athens, Benaki Museum, Mother of God, 139–55, and Annemarie Weyl Carr, “The Mother of God in Public,” in ibid., 325–37, provide informative case
studies of the repeated use of spiritually significant compositions.
4The Syros Dormition of the Virgin is studied in depth by Myrtali Archeimastou-Potamianou, “Domenicos Theotocopoulos: ‘The Dormition of the Virgin,’ a Work of the
Painter’s Cretan Period,” in Greco of Crete, ed. Hadjinicolaou, 29–44.
5Brown, “Greco and Toledo,” 76–8, provides a concise and perceptive analysis of ways
that El Greco distinguished himself from other Cretan artists active in Venice. On the careers
of other sixteenth-century Cretan artists, see Edoardo Arslan, “Cronistoria del Greco
‘Madonnero,’” Commentari, 5, (1964): 213–32; Manolis Chatzidakis, Etudes sur la peinture
postbyzantine (London: Variorum, 1976), esp. 5–31; and Marisa Bianco Fironi, “Pittori cretesi-veneziani e ‘Madonneri’: nuove indagini ed attribuzioni,” Bolletino d’arte, 73 (1983):
71–84.
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Italian Renaissance art world emphasized originality.1 Thus, during the
Counter Reformation, Catholic religious leaders demanded that artists
develop formal and iconographic innovations in order to stimulate the
interest (and ultimately the faith) of viewers. Like other leading Renaissance artists in Catholic countries, El Greco sought to distinguish himself
by inventing new and unusual interpretations of traditional religious subjects.2 Moreover, he revealed his adherence to Renaissance ideas about the
interaction of time and art by adopting the free, bold handling of paint,
characteristic of the Venetian school.3 This style, devised by such artists as
Titian and Tintoretto, created the impression of spontaneity through
roughly textured, “loose” brushwork and other means. In the Pietà (now
in the Philadelphia Museum of Art) and other works of the early 1570s,
El Greco revealed his mastery of the Venetian manner.4 Ironically, his success in adopting the current Renaissance style may have made it difficult
for him to make a living in Italy. Although Italians bought icons from
Greek artists, they were reluctant to entrust foreign artists with commissions for paintings in a contemporary style.5 Therefore, in 1577, El Greco
emigrated to Spain. Most probably, he hoped to obtain employment in
the large scale artistic projects being undertaken by Philip II.6 Unsuccessful in his attempt to gain recognition at court, he must have been
delighted to receive a major commission, even though it required that he
leave Madrid, the dynamic new capital city.
In 1577, Don Diego de Castilla entrusted the artist with the major
project of his career: an ensemble of altarpieces, states, and architectural
frames for the church of Santo Domingo el Antiguo, a prestigious convent
1Anthony Blunt, Artistic Theory in Italy, 1450-1600 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1940) remains a classic study of ideas about art in the Italian Renaissance. On El Greco’s
absorption of Italian Renaissance artistic theory, see Brown, “Greco and Toledo,”128–39
2Brown, “Greco and Toledo,” 113-17, discusses the artist’s response to needs of the
Counter Reformation Church. For an analysis of several major religious projects, see Richard
G. Mann, El Greco and His Patrons (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989).
3On El Greco’s use of Venetian techniques, see, among other sources, Wethey, Greco,
1: 21–4; Alfonso E. Perez Sanchez, "La vicenda di El Greco: un 'legame' di eccezione tra
Venezia e la Spagna," in Venezia e la Spagna, ed. Lucia Corrain (Milan: Electa, 1981), 79–
102; and Álvarez Lopera, Greco, 44–62.
4On the Pietà, see Wethey, Greco, 1: 24–25, fig. 19 and 2: 65. In terms of technique,
the Pietà could be compared to many of Titian’s later religious paintings. For instance, consider Agony in the Garden (ca.1563, El Escorial, Nuevos Museos); on this painting, see
Harold E. Wethey, The Paintings of Titian, 3 vols. (London: Phaidon, 1969–1975), 1: 68–
69 and plate 126. See also Christ crowned with thorns (c. 1570/1576, Munich, Alte Pinakothek); on this altarpiece, see Wethey, Titian, 1: 83 and plates 133–45.
5The difficulties which El Greco had in attempting to realize his professional ambitions
in the highly competitive Italian “art world” are discussed by many scholars. For concise but
thorough discussion of this matter, see Wethey, Greco, 1: 5–11 and Brown, “Greco and
Toledo,” 78–94.
6This suggestion by Cossío, Greco, 103–10, has been accepted by many later scholars,
including Wethey, Greco, 1: 10–11; Brown, “Greco and Toledo,” 91–4; and Álvarez Lopera,
Greco, 65–71.
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of Cistercian nuns in Toledo.1 Before the end of the year, he had completed The Assumption of the Virgin (signed and dated 1577, now in The
Art Institute of Chicago, figure 1),2 which visualizes Roman Catholic
beliefs concerning the event that he previously had represented from a
Greek Orthodox point of view in the Syros Dormition. Originally, the
Assumption was displayed in the most important opening of the main retable: the center of the lower story, immediately above the high altar. Surmounting the Assumption, in the attic, was the Trinity (now in Madrid,
Museo del Prado).3 Between these two narrative paintings, the elliptical
image of the Veil of Veronica (Madrid, private collection)4 was supported
by two gilded putti, standing in the broken pediment of the architectural
frame of the Assumption. Still displayed in the main retable are the two full
length images which originally flanked the Assumption: Saint John the Baptist (on the left) and Saint John the Evangelist.5 In the upper compartments on the side wings of the main retable were images of the founders
of the Cistercian Order: Saint Benedict (Madrid, Museo del Prado)6 and
Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (present whereabouts unknown).7 For the lateral altars, El Greco painted the Adoration of the Shepherds (Santander, private collection)8 and Resurrection of Christ (still in situ).9 El Greco also
provided designs for the architectural frames of all the altarpieces and for
the five statues on the main retable.10 This impressive ensemble of works
1Documents concerning El Greco’s work for this project were published by Francisco
de Borja San Román y Fernández, “Documentos del Greco referentes á los cuadros de Santo
Domingo el Antiguo,” in idem., El Greco de Toledo (see note 5), 411–26. In testimony made
on 14 September, 1579 in a legal suit, concerning the Espolio (Toledo, Cathedral Vestry), El
Greco stated that all the paintings for Santo Domingo had been completed and installed.
This document was published by Manuel R. Zarco del Valle, “Documentos inéditos para la
historia de las bellas artes en España,” Colección de documentos inéditos para la historia de
España,(Madrid, 1870), 45: 604–05. The documentation for the commission for Santo
Domingo el Antiguo is analyzed further by Mann, Greco and Patrons, 20–3.
2Because it is dated 1577, Cossío, Greco, 125–26, pointed out that the Assumption
must have been the first of the paintings, completed by the artist for Santo Domingo.
3Oil on canvas, 300 cm. x 178 cm. (118.8 in. x 70 in.). See Wethey, Greco, vol. 1, fig.
50; 2: 5–6, no. 2.
4Oil on panel (oval), 76 cm. x 55 cm. (30 in. x 21.67 in.) This panel was ornamented
with an elaborate cartouche. See Wethey, Greco, vol.1, fig. 70; 2: 7, no. 6A.
5Each of these paintings (oil on canvas) measures 212 cm. x 78 cm. (83.5 in. x 30.75
in.) On Saint John the Baptist, see Wethey, Greco, 2: 6, no. 5 and Gudiol, Greco, fig. 59. On
Saint John the Evangelist, see Wethey, Greco, vol. 1, fig. 49; 2: 6–7, no. 6.
6Oil on canvas, 116 cm. x 80 cm.(45.5 in. x 31.5 in.) See Wethey, Greco, 2: 6, no. 3 and
Gudiol, Greco, fig. 64.
7Oil on canvas, 113 cm. x 75 cm. (44.5 in. x 29.5 in.). See Wethey, Greco, 2: 6, no. 4
and Gudiol, Greco, fig. 63.
8Oil on canvas, 210 cm. x 128 cm. (82.67 in. x 50.4 in.). See Wethey, Greco, vol. 1, figs.
28, 51; 2: 7, no. 7.
9Oil on canvas, 210 cm. x 128 cm. (82.67 in. x 50 2/5 in.) See Wethey, Greco, vol. 1,
figs. 52-53; 2: 7, no. 8.
10The architectural and sculptural elements were executed by Juan Bautista Monegro,
who increased the height of all the frames and thus altered the proportions intended by El
XXX
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Figure 1. Domenico Theotokópulos, called El Greco. Spanish, b. Greece, 1541–
1614. The Assumption of the Virgin, 1577, oil on canvas, 401.4 x 228.7 cm., Gift
of Nancy Atwood Aptrague in memory of Albert Sprague, 1906.99, unframed.
Reproduction, The Art Institute of Chicago
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helped to secure El Greco the reputation as the leading artist active in
Toledo.1 This was fortunate because only a few years after the completion
of this project, his hopes for royal patronage were ended by the king’s
extreme dissatisfaction with The Martyrdom of Saint Maurice (1580–82,
now in the Chapter House, El Escorial), an altarpiece commissioned for
the basilica attached to the palace and monastery of El Escorial.2 Henceforth, Don Diego and other leading Toledan ecclesiastics would be his primary clients.
The Assumption of the Virgin was not only the most imposing of the
altarpieces produced for Santo Domingo but also one of the largest pictures of El Greco’s entire career.3 Both the monumental scale of the
Assumption and its prestigious original location immediately above the
high altar were justified by the relevance of the theme to the funerary
functions of the main chapel. Through his patronage of this project, Don
Diego secured the right to convert the sanctuary into a burial chapel for
himself, his mistress, and their son.4 According to Roman Catholic doctrine, the Assumption contributed to the salvation of the faithful, because
it enabled the Virgin Mary to sit next to Christ and to intervene with him
for mercy on their souls.5 Moreover, the reunion of her soul with her body
1

Greco. The statues were executed in wood, subsequently gilded. On top of the pediment of
the main retable are statues of the Three Theological Virtues: Faith, Charity, and Hope
(from left to right). Statues of Old Testament prophets are placed above the outermost pilasters of the lower story of the main retable. On the architectural frames and the statues, see
Wethey, Greco, 1: 67–8, fig. 361; 2: 4, 158–60; and Mann, Greco and Patrons, 22–3, 44–5.
29See, among other sources, Wethey, Greco, 1: 34–6; Brown, “Greco and Toledo,”
117–23; and Richard G. Mann, “El Greco’s Altarpieces for the Chapel of Saint Joseph:
Devotion, Politics, and Artistic Innovation in Counter Reformation Toledo,” in The Word
Made Image: Religion, Art, and Architecture in Spain and Spanish America, 1500-1600, ed.
Anne Huxley (Boston: Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, 1998), 48–9.
2The Martyrdom of Saint Maurice (oil on canvas, 448 cm. x 301 cm., 176.33 in. x
118.5 in.) was deemed inappropriate for the basilica and replaced by an altarpiece of the same
subject by Romulus Cincinnatus. The failure of this royal commission is discussed by many
sources, including Cossío, Greco, 193–223; Wethey, Greco, 1: 12, 39–41; 2: 140–41, no.
265; and Brown, “Greco and Toledo,” 98-100. For reproductions of El Greco’s altarpiece,
see Gudiol, Greco, 94–95.
3Among El Greco’s other works, the Assumption for Santo Domingo was exceeded in
size only by The Martyrdom of Saint Maurice (see note 30) and by The Burial of the Count of
Orgaz (oil on canvas, 480 cm. x 360 cm., 189 in. x 141.75 in., Toledo: Santo Tomé, 15861588).
4By September 1579, the monuments of Don Diego and his son, Don Luis de Castilla,
had been constructed on the Gospel side of the main chapel, directly opposite the tomb of
his mistress, Doña Mara de Silva. For more on the funerary purposes of the chapel and for
biographies of the individuals buried there, see Mann, Greco and Patrons, 2–20.
5This doctrine was elaborated by numerous popular devotional writers of the era. See,
for example, Alonso de Villegas, Flos Sanctorum, quarta y ultima parte (Toledo, 1584), fols.
77/v–8/r, 79/v, and Luis de Estrada, Rosario della Madonna e sommario della vita di Cristi
(Rome, 1588), 267–80. For a concise discussion of the theological significance of the
Assumption, see also Alban Butler, The Lives of the Fathers, Martyrs, and Other Principal
Saints, ed. F. C. Husenbeth, 4 vols. (London: Virtue, 1929), 4: 173–80.
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was believed to prefigure the universal resurrection at the time of the Last
Judgment.1
In creating the principal altarpiece of the main altar, El Greco drew
inspiration from representations of the subject by Italian Renaissance artists, but he did not slavishly copy any of them. His Assumption most
often has been compared to the monumental altarpiece which Titian created for Santa Maria dei Frari, Venice (1516–18).2 By far the largest
altarpiece yet produced in Venice, the Frari altarpiece gained Titian recognition as the leading artist in the city; thus, it had much the same
importance for Titian that the Santo Domingo altarpiece had for El
Greco.3 In the Frari altarpiece, Titian formulated the modern iconography of the subject by “insisting upon the dramatic ascent of the Virgin,
in contrast to the symbolic and static treatment of earlier artists.”4
Through his representation of the Virgin, El Greco most obviously
revealed his admiration for the Frari altarpiece. As Titian had, El Greco
depicted her in a continuous spiral pose, which not only energized her
figure but also visualized the belief that she did not need the assistance of
angels to ascend to heaven. Also in accord with Titian, El Greco shows
her bending her outstretched arms at the elbows and lifting her hands
upwards; her open palms eloquently express her wonder at the event.5
Furthermore, El Greco imitated Titian’s construction of space—
depicting the heavenly and earthly groups from distinct viewpoints. This
method helps to evoke the distance between the Virgin and the Apostles,
but El Greco compromises this effect by allowing part of the Virgin’s robe
to extend downwards, so that it almost touches the head of an Apostle.
The simultaneous expansion and contraction of space infuses El Greco’s
composition with a subtle tension, which enhances its dramatic impact.
Furthermore, El Greco greatly increased the scale of the figures, so that
they seem to dominate the pictorial surface. While Titian formed the
Apostles into a continuous semicircle, El Greco arranged them into two
distinct groups, separated by the empty tomb, which projects sharply for1On this and other beliefs associated with the Assumption and on the iconography of
this event during the Counter Reformation era, see Émile Mâle, L’art religiuex de la fin du
XVIe si_cle, du XVIIe si_cle, et du XVIIIe si_cle, étude sur l’iconographie apr_s le Concile de
Trente (Paris: Armand Colin, 1972), 360–65 and Marina Warner, Alone of All Her Sex: the
Myth and Cult of the Virgin Mary (New York: Vintage, 1983), 88–102.
2See, for example, Cossío Greco, 132–8; José Camón Aznar, Dominico Greco, 2 vols.
(Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1950), 1: 273–79; Wethey, Greco, 1: 34; Mann, Greco and Patrons,
37.
3On Titian’s Assumption, see Wethey, Titian, 1: 12, 74–76, plates 17–19, 21, 22, and
Peter Humfrey, The Altarpiece in Renaissance Venice (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1993), 300–4.
4Quoted from Wethey, Titian, 1: 75. Titian’s role in defining the iconography of the
Assumption also is well analyzed by Humfrey, Altarpiece, 301–4.
5Louis Réau, Iconografía del arte cristiano, trans. Daniel Acoba, 2 pts., 5 vols. (Barcelona: Serbal, 1996–98), pt. 1, vol. 2, 638–39, points out that earlier artists had shown her
with her hands together in a gesture of prayer.
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ward at an oblique angle. By organizing the Apostles in this way, he prevented them from being concealed by the tabernacle, which extended
almost two meters above the altar table.1 As Wethey noted, there were
numerous Italian precedents for the placement of the tomb on a diagonal,
including altarpieces by Andrea del Sarto (two examples now in Florence,
Pitti Gallery, 1527/29 and 1531) and by Giuseppe Porta, called Salviati
(Venice, Santi Giovanni e Paolo, ca. 1550).2 Significantly, El Greco omitted one of the most theatrical features of Titian’s altarpiece: the group of
God the Father and accompanying angels, who “zoom down” to greet the
Virgin. By showing her gazing upwards beyond the limits of the frame, El
Greco may have intended to link the Virgin to the Trinity, displayed in the
attic of the retable.
Several of El Greco’s modifications of Titian’s composition enriched
the devotional significance of the scene. Through the strong foreshortening of her figure, El Greco created the illusion that the Virgin was swaying
outwards. Therefore, when the Assumption was displayed above the main
altar, she would have seemed to extend protectively above the tabernacle,
containing the consecrated Host. This effect would have visualized her
role as the protector of the Sacraments and emphasized her status as
Mother of God. Furthermore, underneath her feet, El Greco added a crescent moon, the primary symbol of the Immaculate Conception. This
belief, which held that the Virgin had been created before God separated
light from dark, was gaining rapidly in popularity in Spain during the sixteenth century, but it was still opposed by many Catholics elsewhere.3
Saint James the Greater, who is shown kneeling in the right foreground, has been described aptly as a “recast version” of Michelangelo’s
1Both El Greco’s design for the tabernacle and the structure actually executed by Juan
Bautista Monegro have been lost. According to documents discovered by San Román and
García Rey, Don Diego allowed Monegro to make some significant changes to El Greco’s
plans, even though El Greco opposed these. El Greco had intended that the tabernacle
would be relatively simple and “transparent,” so that his painting easily could be seen
through it. Monegro made the structure heavier and more elaborate by adding eight ornate
columns to it. There is no indication that he modified the height of seven Castilian feet
(equivalent to approximately 195 cm.) intended by El Greco. On the relevant documents,
see Francisco de Borja de San Román y Fernández, El Greco en Toledo ó nuevas investigaciones
acerca de la vida de Dominico Theotocópuli (1910), reprinted in idem., El Greco de Toledo (see
note 5), 44, 144–54 and Verardo García Rey, El Deán de la Santa Iglesia de Toledo, don Diego
de Castilla, y la reconstrucción e historia del Monasterio del Santo Domingo el Antiguo
(Toledo: Medina,1927), pp. 87–9. On the impact of original conditions of display upon the
original composition of the painting, see also Wethey, El Greco, 1: 34 and 2: 4; and Mann,
Greco and Patrons, 40–1.
2Wethey, 1: 34, 92n 125.
3Useful studies of the history and iconography of the cult of the Immaculate Conception include Manuel Trens, La Inmaculada en el arte español (Barcelona: Plus Ultra, 1952)
and Mireille Levi d’Ancona, The Iconography of the Immaculate Conception in the Middle Ages
and Early Renaissance (New York: College Art Association, 1957). By the time that El Grecopainted the Assumption, the crescent moon often was incorporated into Spanish depictions
XXX
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representation of Saint Bartholomew in the Sistine Chapel fresco of the
Last Judgment.1 Closely corresponding with Michelangelo’s image of Bartholomew are the profile view of James’s head and the depiction of his
torso and arms in the midst of a complex spiral movement. His ability to
rival the Florentine’s skillful depiction of musculature is particularly evident in James’s exposed leg and his neck. While in Rome, El Greco is supposed to have bragged that he could replace Michelangelo’s Last
Judgment with a superior work.2 El Greco’s appropriation and transformation of Michelangelo’s Bartholomew can be understood as a partial fulfillment of this boast. Thus, it is fitting that the paper attached to James’s
book bears a unique inscription, proclaiming the artist’s justifiable pride in
his achievement: domhvnikos qeotokovpulos krh;s ov deivxas
’3 ,a f o vz.
In devising the Assumption, El Greco also appropriated figures from
paintings which he created during his years in Italy. For example, Saint
John the Evangelist, who stands on the left with his back to the viewer, is
a reversal of a prominent figure in the right foreground of the version of
Christ Healing the Blind now in Parma, Galleria Nazionale (ca. 1570/
76).4 Moreover, in the group of Apostles on the right side of the Assumption, he incorporated figures from the group that appears immediately to
the right of Christ in the versions of the Purification of the Temple now in
Washington, D.C., The National Gallery of Art (ca. 1568/70) and Minneapolis, Institute of Arts (ca. 1570/75).5 Through these “quotations”
from his earlier works, El Greco indicated that he regarded the paintings
of his Italian period as equivalent in significance to the creations of (then)
more famous Renaissance artists.
1

of this event. See the discussion by Suzanne Stratton, La Inmaculada Concepción en el arte
español, trans. José L. Chueca Cremades (Madrid: Fundación Universitaria Española, 1998),
43–4.
42The quoted phrase is from Brown, “Greco and Toledo,” 122. The derivation of El
Greco’s figure of Saint James the Greater from Michelangelo’s Saint Bartholomew was proposed by Allan Braham, “Two Notes on El Greco and Michelangelo,” Burlington Magazine,
108 (1966): 307–8.
2According to the Italian connoisseur Giulio Mancini, Considerazioni sulla pittura
(1614), ed. Adrianna Marucchi and Luigi Salerno, 2 vols. (Rome: Accademia Nazionale dei
Lincei, 1956), 1:232, El Greco claimed “si buttasse a terra tutta l’opera, l’haverebbe fatta
con honestà et decenza non inferiore a quella di bontà di pittura” (If this entire work were
cast to the ground, he would be able to remake it with honesty and decency not inferior to
it in the good quality of the picture).
3Transcribed with the alphabet of Western European Romance languages, the inscription is: “Doménikos theotokópoulos kr_s ó deíxas 1577” (Domenikos Theotokopoulos,
Cretan displayed this in 1577). As Wethey, Greco, 1: 111 explains, the phrasing of the inscription is unique in El Greco’s oeuvre.
4El Greco’s “reuse” of this figure from the Parma Christ Healing the Blind was first
noted by Cossío, Greco, 137. For a reproduction of the Parma painting, see Wethey, Greco,
vol. 1, fig. 5.
5Cossío, Greco, 137–38. On the Purification in Washington, D.C., see Jonathan Brown
and Richard G. Mann, Spanish Paintings of the Fifteenth through the Nineteenth Cen- XXX
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As he created this altarpiece, El Greco also synthesized devices
inspired by his Byzantine heritage with features based upon Renaissance
sources. From his training in the icon tradition, El Greco would have
understood that a picture was simply a two-dimensional surface, not a
window into a convincing virtual reality. Thus, in the Assumption, he
avoided any indication of spatial depth and converted the clouds into a flat
backdrop. Throughout the altarpiece, he overlapped figures so thoroughly that it often is difficult to determine their exact locations. Furthermore, he employed intense illumination to dissolve contours between
adjacent figures. Thus, for example, at the left side of the painting, the
head of an Apostle, who looks intently out from the background, seems to
be located further forward than the head of the full length figure (turned
with his back to the viewer), whose body clearly occupies the foreground
plane. The treatment of space in his religious paintings usually has been
attributed to the influence of early–sixteenth–century Italian Mannerists
upon his mature work, even though he stressed the flatness of the picture
surface more emphatically than those artists did.1 Already in the Syros
Dormition, El Greco compressed space by overlapping compositional elements and employing intense illumination in contours between figures.
Thus, his use of these devices in the Assumption recalls his initial work as
an icon painter.
The quickness and directness with which El Greco executed this monumental altarpiece, indicate his confident state of mind as he undertook
his first large-scale project. Over the greyish-brown preparatory layer, he
initially established the contours of all the figures with wide bands of reddish brown paint. Still visible on the surface, these lines now serve to reinforce the forms. Only a few minor variations from the shapes defined by
the contours can be detected by the “naked eye.” The most significant of
these involves the outstretched (proper) left foot of the angel at the far
right of the upper section. Faint lines indicate that the artist intended to
position this foot frontally, so that it would have extended forward into
the viewer’s space; perhaps realizing that this effect might distract one’s
attention from the Virgin, he turned the foot to the right. X-radiographs
reveal a small number of additional minor changes.2 The boy at the lower
1

turies, The Collections of the National Gallery of Art Systematic Catalogue (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press,1991), 67–72 (color plate on 69). On the version in Minneapolis, see Toledo (Ohio) Museum of Art, Greco of Toledo, 227 (plates 14 and 15), entry by
William B. Jordan.
47See, for example, Wethey, Greco, 1: 53–8. Brown, “Greco and Toledo,” 134–39, analyzes the distinctive formal qualities of the artist’s style, but he concludes that El Greco’s
Spanish paintings need to be understood exclusively within the context of Mannerism. For a
discussion of works by Pontormo (1494–1557), Il Rosso Fiorentino (1494–1540) and other
relevant Italian Mannerist artists, see S. J. Freedberg, Painting in Italy, 1500-1600, rev. ed.
(New York: Penguin, 1986), 175–240.
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left of the Virgin constitutes the only notable addition, visible in the Xradiographs. His head was painted over that of another figure, possibly
representing a cherub, who was placed lower. The need to cover the earlier
form explains the exceptional thickness of the green paint, used to define
the drapery enveloping the boy’s shoulders.
Further evidence of the artist’s confidence is provided by his dynamic
handling of paint. An intensive examination of the entire surface of the
altarpiece, undertaken by the author and conservators affiliated with the
Art Institute, revealed the vitality of El Greco’s techniques. Using an
hydraulic lift, we were able to get close to all parts of the surface and to see
details, invisible from the gallery floor.1 A brief discussion of a few representative sections will serve to clarify some of El Greco’s distinctive methods. In the draperies of the Apostles in the lower section, one can see the
marks left by the coarse bristles of the brushes which the artist used to
build up the thick layers of paint. It is evident that he also used his fingers
and the butt end of his brush to manipulate the paint. The artist’s fingerprints are especially numerous in the draperies of Saint John (the figure
who stands with his back to the viewer, at the left) and Saint Peter (the
bearded figure standing at the far right). As he “built up” Peter’s right
hand in relief above the surface of the drapery, El Greco used impressions
of his fingertips to shape the knuckles, and he indicated other parts of the
fingers by scribbling into the paint with butt end of his brush. In depicting
ears, noses, and eyes, El Greco endowed translucent red colors with the
thickness and texture of heavy impasto. This may seem a minor detail, but
it is significant because, during the Renaissance, other artists usually
applied this translucent red in smooth, unmodulated glazes.2 Throughout
the heavenly scene above, El Greco generally applied paint smoothly and
2The X-radiographs were made in November 2001 under the supervision of Frank
Zuccari and Cynthia Kuniej-Berry. The original X-radiographs are on file in the Paintings
Conservation Department, The Art Institute of Chicago. Four modifications of the positions
of body parts can be noted in the X-radiographs in the lower section of the altarpiece. On the
right, the head of the bald Apostle initially was placed a few centimeters higher, and his
upraised hand was a few centimeters to the left of its final position. In the group of Apostles
on the left, the upturned head, nearest to the center, was located a few centimeters further
to the right; moreover, the upraised hand of the figure with his back to the viewer was placed
slightly lower. The X-radiographs also reveal numerous slight variations in placement in the
upper section; most of these involve a shift of one centimeter or less.
1Since 1988, the Assumption has been displayed in a large and impressive frame, based
upon the central section of the main retable at Santo Domingo. The lower edge of the painting is approximately six feet above the floor of the gallery, as would have been the case in the
church. Because of the height at which it is displayed, many details of the artist’s technique
are not easily perceived by a viewer standing on the gallery floor. Cynthia Kuniej-Berry
accompanied me in the hydraulic lift and generously shared her insights with me. I also benefitted from discussions with other conservators, including Frank Zuccari, Timothy Lennon,
and Faye Wrubel. Adrienne Jeske coordinated the complex arrangements for the examination of the altarpiece. Robert Hashimoto documented our findings in photographs, preserved in the Paintings Conservation Department, Art Institute of Chicago.
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thinly; he even allowed the reddish brown preparatory ground and the
weave of the canvas to show through in many places in the upper section.
Thus, his technique served to distinguish the heavenly and earthly realms.
The liveliness and freedom, with which El Greco applied paint in this altarpiece, demonstrate his mastery of the characteristic techniques of the
Venetian school during the second half of the sixteenth century. In particular, he must have been inspired by the works of Tintoretto, who emphasized the stroke “as spontaneous gestural performance” and thus endowed
it with a “new primacy over illusionism.”1
Examining the upper reaches of the painting, I was most excited to
discover the artist’s fingerprints recorded on the tips of the Virgin’s outstretched left hand.2 (Her left hand is on the viewer’s right.) As I have
indicated, there are many places in the altarpiece, where the artist seems to
have manipulated the paint with his fingers. While he made no attempt to
obscure the resulting prints, he did not highlight them by coordinating
them with important features of the composition. But, here, in the Virgin’s left hand, he was not simply using his fingers as a painting tool.
Instead, he systematically recorded his prints by impressing them carefully
on the tips of the fingers of the most important figure in the composition.
I realize that the artist’s intentions can only be a matter of conjecture.
Nevertheless, I propose that the prints on the Virgin’s hand served to
identify the Assumption as El Greco’s personal creation. Although they
would not have been seen by viewers below, they would at least have
enabled the artist to express his satisfaction and pride in the creation of
this major work. In this regard, it is significant that the prints were placed
upon a figure, obviously derived from a famous work by Titian. These
prints would have complemented the unique inscription displayed in
front of a “recast version” of a figure by Michelangelo. Together, the
prints and the inscription would have asserted El Greco’s mastery of both
the Venetian and Central Italian traditions. Of course, the prints may have
additional layers of meaning. For instance, it is possible El Greco intended
his fingerprints to express his own devotion to the Virgin Mary. However,
there is no evidence to suggest that El Greco was notably pious, and, in
my opinion, it is unlikely that he would have felt inspired to make a declaration of personal faith in this painting.3

2Even during his final period, Titian continued to apply glazes in this way. On Titian’s
techniques, see Wethey, Titian, 1: 34–9.
1Quoted from Tom Nichols, Tintoretto: Tradition and Identity (London: Reaktion,
1999), 33. Nichols provides an insightful analysis of Tintoretto’s techniques; for discussion
of techniques which seem comparable to those in El Greco’s works, see esp. 33, 107, 135.
2This discovery was confirmed by Cynthia Kuniej-Berry, Frank Zuccari, Timothy Lennon, and Martha Wolff. Robert Hashimoto documented this discovery through photographs (on file in Paintings Conservation Department, Art Institute of Chicago).

Tradition and Originality in El Greco’s Work

99

No traces of the artist’s fingerprints could be found on the Virgin’s
(proper) right hand, which were painted with exceptional smoothness.
The distinction in the treatment of the two hands might be explained by
reference to traditional connotations of right and left. In the Christian
world, the right hand had long been associated with heavenly matters and
goodness, while the left was linked with earthly things and even evil.1
Thus, Christ and the saints always were shown using the right hand to
bless and to perform other actions that benefitted the faithful. In this context, the artist, who had been raised in a culture which regarded holy figures as literally embodied in icons, probably would have felt that placing
his prints on the right hand would have shown disrespect for the Virgin.
By marking the Assumption as his personal creation, El Greco revealed
that he had absorbed the Italian Renaissance conception of art as the
expression of individual genius. However, he did not entirely abandon
Greek Orthodox beliefs about the functions of art. Thus, I propose that
he adopted the Byzantine practice of basing new works of art on esteemed
prototypes to the very different circumstances of the western European art
market.
3The controversies concerning the artist’s personal faith (or lack of it) far exceed the
scope of this article. El Greco’s provisions for his funeral and for other memorial services
constitute his most significant public demonstration of faith. These arrangements were not
exceptional for a man of his social class. The relevant documents were published by San
Román, Greco en Toledo, 89–91, 194–97, and 199–202. Wethey, Greco, 1: 79–80, summarizes most of what is known securely about the artist’s personal beliefs. Despite – or perhaps
because of – the lack of secure information, there has much speculation about this topic.
Some writers have characterized him as a mystic. Maurice Barre;
s, Greco ou le secret de Tole;
de,
(1911), rev. ed. (Paris: Plon Nourrit, 1923), esp. 86-114, and David Davies, El Greco (London: Phaidon, 1976), 6–10, are among the sources presenting this point of view. Other commentators have sought to characterize him as a modern agnostic or even as an atheist, who
disdained the religious institutions for which he worked. Julius Meier-Graefe, The Spanish
Journey, trans. J. Holyroyd-Reece (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1927), 80–106 and passim.,
and Fernando Marías and Agustín Bustamente García, Las ideas artísticas de El Greco
(Madrid: Cátedra, 1981), 204–19, are among those who have characterized the artist in this
way. There is no evidence to support “extreme” interpretations of the artist’s relationship to
the religion of his time. To the present writer, it seems probable that El Greco’s faith was typical, rather than exceptional, for his era. Nevertheless, as I have explained in Greco and
Patrons, I think that El Greco would have been concerned with creating works of art that
responded to the spiritual requirements of his clients. In this respect, his career needs to be
analyzed with the objectivity that characterizes most studies of religious art by other Renaissance artists. Thus, for example, scholars have been able to discuss how Titian’s Frari altarpiece fulfilled the needs of the emerging cult of the Assumption, without considering his own
personal feelings about this devotional movement; see Humfrey, Altarpiece in ...Venice, 301–
4, with previous bibliography.
1For an informative analysis of an influential ecclesiastic’s association of the left hand
with the earthly matters and of the right with the heavenly ones, see Edwin R. Gorsuch,
"Emotional Expression of a Manuscript of Bede's Historia Ecclesiastica: British Library
Cotton Tiberius A XIV." Semiotica 83 (1991): 227-249. Rudolf Wittkower, “El Greco’s
Language of Gestures,” Art News, 56, no. 1 (March 1957), 45–8, discusses El Greco’s carefully considered use of hand gestures.
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Although he was most stimulated by opportunities to create large
scale pictorial ensembles, as he did at Santo Domingo, he supported himself in part through the production of numerous replicas of popular religious subjects, which he sold to individuals and churches in Spain and the
Americas. His efficiency in producing many exact copies of a very limited
number of compositions has led some modern art historians to call him
the “Henry Ford of Toledo.”1 During his visit to El Greco’s studio in
1611, Francisco Pacheco (1564-1654), who was active both as a painter
and a theorist, noted with interest El Greco’s habit of making replicas of
all his compositions.2 Pacheco strongly praised the high quality of the
small scale versions, which were still preserved in the studio.3 In analyzing
the numerous versions of popular religious subjects, modern scholars have
tried to identify significant, qualitative features, which would enable them
to distinguish “original” examples from workshop pieces. Thus, paintings
in poor condition have tended to be described as workshop replicas, primarily because they do not look as convincing as other versions. However,
advances in the conservation and scientific examination of paintings make
it necessary to reevaluate the attribution of some works, previously
assigned to the workshop on the basis of appearance.4
The problems involved in the classification of replicas will be considered here through an analysis of one of his most popular images of Saint
Francis of Assisi. During his lifetime, El Greco was esteemed as the most
effective and prolific painter of that saint. Thus, Pacheco, who served as an
official inspector of art works for the Inquisition, asserted that El Greco
should be acknowledged as “el mejor pintor deste Santo que se hubiera
conocido en este tiempo...porque se conformó mejor con lo que dice la
historia” (the best painter of this saint that has been known in this time...
because he conformed most fully to that which history tells us).5 Citing
the renown of his paintings of Saint Francis, many scholars have asserted
that El Greco must have originated the theme of the penitent Francis,
which enjoyed great popularity in the Counter Reformation era and
largely replaced the historical scenes, which had predominated in earlier
centuries.6 It is virtually impossible to determine priority in the development of the iconography because many of the relevant works by El Greco
1On this characterization of the
2Francisco Pacheco, Arte de la

artist, see Wittkower, “Greco’s Language,” 45.
pintura (1649), ed. Bonaventura Bassegoda i Hugas

(Madrid: Cátedra, 1990), 440–1.
3Pacheco, Arte, 440–41. The inventories of the artist’s estate, made in 1614 and 1621,
listed many small scale replicas, undoubtedly including some that Pacheco had seen in 1611.
San Román transcribed the 1614 inventory in Greco en Toledo, 205–11, and the 1621 inventory in “vida del Greco” 357–75.
4The changes in attribution, due to the results of treatment by conservators, can be
exemplified by the case of the Saint Francis Kneeling in Meditation, now in Dallas, Meadows
Museum of Art, discussed below.
5Pacheco, Arte, 698.
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and others can not be dated securely on documentary grounds. Nevertheless, the prevalence of the theme in Italian art of the late sixteenth-century
makes it likely that El Greco was influenced by works which he saw during
his years in Venice and Rome.1 Although he probably did not invent the
iconography, he developed a distinctive treatment of the subject. For
instance, the subtlety and restraint of the facial expressions and hand gestures distinguish his representations of Francis from paintings by sixteenth
century Italian artists, such as Muziano, Cigoli, and Annibale Carracci,
who handled the theme in a very theatrical fashion.2 Moreover, El Greco
simplified the subject by omitting the landscape vista, usually included in
Italian examples, and he intensified the meditative mood by limiting the
color range largely to browns and greys. As several commentators have
emphasized, his austere, emotionally intense images of the saint eloquently articulated many of the ideals of the Catholic Reformation in
Spain.3
Modern commentators have acknowledged that representations of
Saint Francis constituted a very important part of El Greco’s production
— making up approximately ten percent of his oeuvre. However, experts
have not agreed about exactly how many images he personally executed.
6The Stigmatization is the only incident of Francis’ life, which continued to be represented frequently during the Counter Reformation period. Among the sources crediting El
Greco with originating the iconography of the penitent Saint Francis are Cossío, Greco, 376;
Camón Aznar, Greco, 1: 342; Paul Guinard, El Greco, trans. James Emmons (New York:
Skira, 1956), 86–8; Walter Nigg, Maler des Ewigen, 2 vols. (Zurich: Artemis-Verlag, 1961),
1: 221-26; Wethey, Greco, 1:60; José Gudiol, “Iconography and Chronology in El Greco’s
Paintings of Saint Francis,” Art Bulletin, 44 (1962), 201–3; John B. Knipping, Iconography
of the Counter Reformation in the Netherlands: Heaven on Earth, 2 vols. (Leiden: De Graff,
1974), 1: 147–50 ; George Galavaris, “El Greco’s Image of St. Francis of Assisi,” in Greco of
Crete, ed. Hadjinicolaou, 383–96. For further discussion of representations of Saint Francis
in the late sixteenth century, see Pamela Askew, “The Angelic Consolation of St. Francis of
Assisi in Post-Tridentine Painting,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 23
(1969): 280-306 and Mâle, art religieux, 171–9, 210–3, 478–83.
1Nicos Hadjinicolaou, “Une vision mystique du Greco: Barr_s et le secret de Toledo,”
in Greco of Crete, ed. Hadjinicolaou, 608–9, has suggested that El Greco was influenced by
such paintings as Girolamo Muziano’s Saint Francis in Meditation (Naples, Museo Nazionale di Capodimonte). Among other artists, Annibale Carracci created numerous paintings of
Saint Francis in meditation, including a widely distributed engraving, Saint Francis at Prayer
(1585), which depicts a full-length figure of the saint, holding a cross and gazing at a skull
in his lap. (See Donald Posner, Annibale Carracci, 2 vols. (London: Phaidon, 1971), 1: 42–
3; 2: 12 and plate 23a..
2For an example by Girolamo Muziano (Naples, Museo di Capodimonte), see Hadjinicolaou, “Vision,”609. For paintings of Saint Francis by Cigoli, see Domenico Sparacio,
Storia di S. Francesco d’Assisi, with a preface by Michele Faloci-Pulignani (Assisi: Casa Editrice Francescana, 1928), reproductions on 164 (Rome, Galleria Nazionale) and 171 (Florence, Uffizi). For illustrations of some of Annibale Carracci’s paintings of Saint Francis, see
Posner, Carracci, vol 2, plates 20 (Rome, Galleria Capitolina), 28 (Rome, Galleria Borghese), 29 (Venice, Academia).
3See, for example, Francisco Javier Sánchez Cantón, San Francisco de Asís en la escultura española (Madrid: Tipografía artística, 1926), 30–9; Camón Aznar, Greco, 1: 342–65;
and José Gudiol, “Iconography,” 195–203.
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The numbers of pictures of Saint Francis, which have been catalogued as
autograph works by El Greco, have ranged from 135 (Camón Aznar) to
24 (Wethey).1 Since its publication in 1962, Wethey’s catalogue has been
regarded as a definitive compilation of authentic works.2 Wethey defined a
convincing corpus of paintings by deattributing many obvious copies and
forgeries. However, my review of representations of a very popular Franciscan theme indicates that he also eliminated from the artist’s oeuvre
important autograph pictures.
In the process of reclassifying many works, Wethey proposed that the
workshop produced many more pieces than had been supposed by earlier
scholars. Thus, although he assigned only twenty-four images of Francis to
El Greco, he maintained over one hundred pictures of this saint were executed by his workshop or followers.3 The preserved documentation about
El Greco’s workshop is fragmentary, and, thus, it is impossible to be precise
about the scope of its production. Nevertheless, it is clear that his workshop was relatively small in comparison both with the shops for the production of icons in his native Candia, in which he had been trained, and with
the studios of major Venetian artists, whose manner of painting he successfully sought to imitate.4 In 1597, the artist’s son, Jorge Manuel, was first
recorded as a painter in the workshop, and he became a full partner in his
father’s business in 1603.5 Francesco Preboste, who accompanied El Greco
from Italy and served as his business manager, also is known to have
worked occasionally as a painter in the studio until 1607.6 Thus, at least

1Camón Aznar, Greco, 2: 1383–9, assigned 135 paintings of Francis to the artist.
Wethey, Greco, 2: 117–26 proposed that El Greco painted only twenty-four images of the
saint, including ten which involved substantial collaboration with the workshop. In his
checklist of paintings executed by the artist, Álvarez Lopera, Greco, 277–94, included thirty
paintings of Francis. On the basis of my current research for a new catalogue of El Greco’s
work, I suggest that he produced fifty-one paintings of Saint Francis, including eleven that
involved substantial collaboration with the workshop. In addition, I would assign at least
nine paintings of the saint solely to the workshop.
2See, for example, Brown, “Myth and Man,” 31 on the status of Wethey’s catalogue.
3Wethey, Greco, 2: 218–39. Wethey assigned sixteen paintings entirely to the workshop
and considered forty-six to be copies by close, contemporary followers; he identified another
fifty-three as copies produced in the second half of the seventeenth century or later.
4The relatively small size of El Greco’s workshop also was noted also by José Álvarez
Lopera, “El Griego de Toledo,” in Bilbao, Museo de Bellas Artes, La Anunciación de El
Greco: el ciclo del Colegio de María de Aragón, exhibition catalogue (traveled to Madrid,
Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, 1997), 26–8. However, Álvarez Lopera makes very different
conclusions about the scope of the workshop production than I present here. On El Greco’s
relationship to contemporary Cretan artistic practices, see Chryssanthi Baltoyianni, “The
Place of Domenicos Theotocopoulos in 16th-Century Cretan Painting, and the Icon of
Christ from Patmos,” in Greco of Crete, ed. Hadjinicolaou, 75–86.
5Wethey, Greco, 1: 115–6. For fuller discussion, see Elizabeth du Gué Trapier, “The
Son of El Greco,” Notes Hispanic, 3 (1943): 1–46.
6San Román, Greco en Toledo, 35–7, 170, 174–75. Although Preboste’s activity as a
studio painter is documented, it is impossible to identify which examples he produced.
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two painters were consistently employed in El Greco’s workshop between
1597 and 1607, and, other students and assistants probably contributed to
the output of the shop during at least some of these years.1 Yet, however
efficient Jorge Manuel, Preboste, and other assistants may have been in
replicating El Greco’s compositions, it seems unlikely that they could have
produced all the paintings which have sometimes been assigned to them.2
The large number of paintings of Saint Francis attributed variously to
El Greco, his workshop, and his followers attests to the widespread
demand for his distinctive representations of this popular religious figure.
Yet, for all their paintings of Saint Francis, El Greco and his workshop utilized only ten compositional types.3 Among these, one of the most popular was the theme which modern scholars refer to as Saint Francis
Kneeling in Meditation. In this composition, the full-length figure is
shown in profile view, kneeling with his hands crossed on his chest.
Turned to the right, the saint gazes intently at the crucifix, which leans
against a skull on a large, altar-like rock. Signifying devotion to God and
renunciation of worldly things, the crucifix and skull are standard
attributes of penitent saints in paintings by El Greco and other artists of
the Counter Reformation era.4 The small book, placed next to the crucifix
and skull, is probably a breviary; a paper, projecting from it, marks the
place of the day’s service.5 The saint is shown inside a cave or grotto,
which may represent the cell that he built on Mount La Verna.6 The outer
world has been reduced to a small view of the sky at the upper right. The
hardy ivy vine in the upper left corner provides the only note of bright
color; this plant, widely recognized in the Renaissance era as a symbol of
salvation and eternal life, occurs in many of his images of penitent saints.7
At least eighteen versions of Saint Francis Kneeling in Meditation
have been identified, including examples assigned by modern scholars to
1Luis Tristán was recorded as an apprentice in the studio between 1603 and 1606; see
Wethey, Greco, 1: 116.
2Wethey, Greco — still considered the definitive catalogue of his work — asigned 109
paintings solely to the workshop. Wethey also maintained that an additional 89 paintings
were produced primarily by the workshop, but retouched by the artist. Thus, the workshop
was considered to have been responsible (wholly or in part) for 198 pieces. In comparison,
only 186 paintings (from the entire span of the artist’s career, covering more than 55 years)
were classified as entirely autograph. Wethey also catalogued 247 pictures as works of followers or copyists.
3Wethey, Greco, 2: 114–26 identified the names for the types which have been accepted
by all later commentators. These include Saint Francis Kneeling in Meditation, Saint Francis
Standing in Ecstasy, Saint Francis’ Vision of the Flaming Torch, Saint Francis and Brother Leo
Meditating on Death, three compositions of Saint Francis in Ecstasy, and three variations of
Saint Francis Receiving the Stigmata.
4Engelbert Kirschbaum, Lexikon der christlichen Ikonographie, 8 vols. (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1968-1976), 6: 272–4, 301, vividly analyzes the significance of the crucifix
and skull in representations of Francis and other penitent saints by El Greco and other artists.
5Wethey, Greco, 2: 115.
6As suggested by Wethey, Greco, 2: 115.
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El Greco; his workshop; his son, Jorge Manuel Theotocopoulos; and contemporary and later followers. Among these, only the one now in the Fine
Arts Museums of San Francisco (ca. 1597/1607, oil on canvas, 147 cm. x
105 cm., 58 in. x 48.5 in.) has been regarded consistently by all modern
scholars as an outstanding autograph work.1 This painting is in superlative
condition, and, as Wethey noted, the “rather free illusionistic brushwork
and the white highlights produce a brilliant effect.”2
The picture now in Bilbao, Museo de Bellas Artes (ca. 1587/1597,
oil on canvas, 105.5 cm. x 86.5 cm., 41.25 in. x 34 in.) was overlooked by
art historians until 1938, when the bombing of the convent in which it
was located provoked international commentary.3 Describing its quality as
mediocre, Wethey classified it as a workshop piece, minimally retouched
by the artist. Furthermore, he claimed that it had been repainted “with
such thoroughness as to leave little of old pigment visible.”4 However,
Sánchez-Lassa’s scientific examination of 1998 established that there are
only minimal losses of original paint.5 Despite Wethey’s doubts, the
Bilbao painting now generally is regarded as an autograph work.6 Such
details as the cord of the robe, the skull, and the book are handled in this
picture with the subtle naturalism, characteristic of El Greco’s religious
paintings of the late 1580s and early 1590s. In the Bilbao painting, both
Francis and the sculpted image of Christ on the cross have fuller, relatively
more classicizing proportions than do those figures in the later picture in
San Francisco. Although not quite as bold and free as in later versions, the
brushwork, nevertheless, is loose and varied.
7Mirella Levi D’Ancona, The Garden of the Renaissance: botanical symbolism in Italian
painting (Florence: L. S. Olschki, 1977), 131, identifies the symbolism of the ivy vine.
Among El Greco’s paintings of other penitent saints, which include an ivy branch, are Saint
Jerome in Penitence (Madrid, Museo de la Real Academia de Bellas Artes de San Fernando;
see Madrid, Thyssen-Bornemisza, Greco, 303); Saint Mary Magdalen in Penitence (Museu
de Montserrat; see Barcelona, Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya, El Greco: la seva revaloració pel Modernisme català, exhibition catalogue [1996–97], plate 7); and Saint Peter in
Tears (Mexico City, Museo Soumaya; see Madrid, Thyssen-Bornemisza, Greco, 290).
1San Francisco, M. H. de Young Memorial Museum, The Samuel H. Kress Collection,
catalogue by William B. Suida (1955): 70–1; Gudiol, “Iconography,” 202; Wethey, Greco, 1:
47, figs. 267–8; 2: 121–2, no. 219; Colin Eisler, Paintings from the Samuel H. Kress Collection: European Schools Excluding Italian, (Oxford: Phaidon, 1977), 194–5, no. K1971, fig.
95; Álvarez Lopera, Greco, 289, no. 213; Galavaris, “Greco’s Image of St. Francis,” 386–7.
2Wethey, Greco, 2: 122, no. 219.
3The painting was originally located in the Carmelite Convent of Cuerva (province of
Toledo). The circumstances of the modern “recovery” of this altarpiece are discussed by
Enrique Lafuente Ferrari, “El Greco: Some Recent Discoveries,” Burlington Magazine, 82
(1945): 296.
4Wethey, Greco, 2: 122, no. 221.
5On the examination of 1998, see Madrid, Thyssen-Bornemisza, Greco, 407, no. 54
6Madrid, Thyssen-Bornemisza, Greco, 293 (color reproduction), 406–7, no. 54 (with
extensive bibliography), and Gudiol, Greco, 151–2, color fig. 125, provide thorough discussion of the painting. On the artist’s technique ca. 1587/1597, see Wethey, Greco, 1:44–6
and Gudiol, Greco, 126–69.
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The Saint Francis Kneeling in Meditation now in Dallas, The Meadows Museum of Art, Southern Methodist University (ca.1595/1610, oil
on canvas, 76 cm. x w. 63.5 cm., 29.88 in. x 25 in.) was first noted in the
El Greco literature in 1962, when it was recorded by Wethey. Describing its
“general effect” as “flat and dark,” he catalogued it as an inferior product
of the artist’s workshop.1 Because of Wethey’s dismissive remarks, it was
overlooked in subsequent scholarly literature, until it was offered for sale in
1999.2 The restoration of the picture, shortly before the auction, revealed
it to be an autograph work in very good condition. Utilizing a wet-on-wet
method, the artist applied paint on the Meadows Museum canvas much
more thinly than in any of his other paintings of the subject; the only elements painted in relief are the highlights on the hands and a few other
important areas. The “simplified techniques” and lack of incidental detail
suggests that the Dallas painting functioned either as a modello (preparatory
oil sketch) or as a ricordo (autograph record) of one of the larger versions.3
The version of Saint Francis Kneeling in Meditation now in the Art
Institute of Chicago (ca.1590/1604, figure 2) has been attributed variously to the artist, his workshop, and the artist in collaboration with his
workshop. Throughout the first six decades of the twentieth century, the
Art Institute picture was regarded consistently as an outstanding autograph work of the artist.4 In his influential catalogue of 1962, however,
Wethey maintained that it had been produced largely by the workshop,
with very minimal participation of the artist. In support of this classification, he maintained that the “dull” colors lacked the brilliance, characteristic of the artist’s works.5 The treatment of the picture in 1976 largely
succeeded in restoring the original color scheme.6 Nevertheless, other
condition problems (including some notable areas of loss and abrasion)
have continued to detract from the effect of this version. Thus, it is understandable that some recent scholars also have expressed doubts about the

1Wethey, Greco, 2: 227–8, no. X-300.
2New York, Christie’s, Spanish Old Master Paintings, sale catalogue, 29 Jan., 1999, 33–

9, no. 199 (color reproduction), entry by William B. Jordan.
3Jordan, Christie’s sale catalogue, 36, no. 199. Several other small scale replicas of
larger compositions, produced by El Greco ca. 1595/1610, with the same qualities as the
Dallas painting have been designated by scholars as modelli or ricordi. In this respect, one can
compare the Dallas picture to The Holy Family with Saint Anne and Infant John the Baptist,
now in Washington, D.C., National Gallery of Art (ca. 1595/1600, oil on canvas, 53.2 cm.
x w. 34.4 cm., 20.88 in. x 13.5 in.); see Brown and Mann, Spanish Paintings, pp. 72–7, color
reproduction on 75.
4Cossío, Greco, 576, no. 139; August Liebmann Mayer, Dominico Theotocopuli, El
Greco (Munich: Hanfstaengl,1926), 43, no. 267; Camón Aznar, Greco , 1: 364; 2: 1385, no.
580; Juan Antionio Gaya Nuño, La pintura española fuera de España (Madrid: Espasa Calpe,
1958), 203, no. 1388.
5Wethey, Greco, 2: 122, no. 220.
6Report of Examination and Treatment, 1976, in the files of the Paintings Conservation Department, Art Institute of Chicago.
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Figure 2. Domenico Theotokópulos, called El Greco. Spanish, b. Greece, 1541–
1614. Saint Francis, 1590–1604, oil on canvas, 92.6 x 74.6 cm., Robert A.
Waller Memorial Fund, 1935.372. Reproduction, The Art Institute of Chicago.

attribution to El Greco. Álvarez Lopera has agreed with Wethey, while
Jordan assigned it solely to the workshop.1
I find that both in the overall treatment of the theme and the specific
techniques employed, the Chicago Saint Francis is comparable to autograph paintings and clearly distinguishable from workshop pieces. Charac1 Álvarez Lopera in Madrid, Thyssen-Bornemisza, Greco, 54, no. 406; Jordan in
Christie’s sale catalogue, 39, no. 199. However, the painting has been described as an
authentic work by the following sources: Tiziana Frati, L’opera completa del Greco (Milan:
Rizzoli, 1969), 108, no. 102b; Albert Châtelet, Cent chefs-d’oeuvre du Musée de Lille (Lille:
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teristic of authentic paintings by the artist is the skillful and convincing
articulation of anatomy of both the principal figure of the saint and the
sculpted image of Christ on the cross. Furthermore, the facial expression
and hand gestures are deeply felt and convincing.1 Examination of the
painting under intensive illumination, both with magnifying glasses and
with a binocular microscope, made it possible to appreciate fully the lively
and varied brushwork, which, in some places, has been obscured by yellow
varnish and later retouches.2 The techniques, utilized in the Chicago
Saint Francis, correspond with those employed in works of undoubted
authenticity, including small scale versions of other subjects, executed
ca.1595/1610, such as the pictures of the Annunciation to the Virgin
Mary, now in Bilbao, Museo de Bellas Artes and in Madrid, Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza. 3 The saint’s hands and many parts of his habit are
defined with energetic, crisscrossed strokes, evidently applied with thick,
coarse brushes, which El Greco utilized throughout his years in Spain.
Attempts by the workshop to imitate strokes of these types usually resulted
in a confused jumble of lines, not the coherent depictions of fabric and of
body parts, generated by El Greco’s masterful handling of paint.4 Thickly
applied, red translucent paint in the contours of the facial features and
around the fingernails also is typical of the artist. As he did in many of his
other paintings of penitent saints, El Greco utilized exceptionally thick,
roughly textured paint to create the brightly colored ivy.5 By applying

1

Societé des Amis du Musée de Lille, 1970), 58, no. 21; Gudiol, Greco, p. 351, no. 164; Edi
Baccheschi, Il Greco: tutti i dipinti (Milan: Rizzoli, 1980), 24, no. 21-F (illus. 26); Madrid,
Museo Municipal, Tesoros del Museo de Bellas Artes de Bilbao: Pintura, 1400–1939, exhibition
catalogue by Juan J. Luna (1989-1990), 35, no. 3. In the second edition of his catalogue,
José Camón Aznar rejected Wethey’s classification of the Chicago painting; see Dominico
Greco, 2d rev. ed., 2 vols. (Madrid: Espasa Calpe, 1970), 1: 383, 390, fig. 277; 2: 1371, no.
584 and reaffirmed his opinion that the Chicago Saint Francis is an autograph piece.
90Halldor Soehner, “Greco in Spanien,” Münchner Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst, 9/
10 (1958/1959), esp. 147–51, emphasizes the inability of the workshop to imitate the artist’s skillful handling of anatomy and his convincing expressions and gestures.
2The author and conservator Cynthia Kuniej-Berry studied the painting in the Art
Institute Paintings Conservation Studios in July 2000 and October 2001. We examined the
painting with infrared reflectography and reviewed X-radiographs (on file in the Paintings
Conservation Department). The binocular microscope facilitated our analysis of the brushwork and paint consistency.
3Ana Sánchez-Lassa, “La Anunciación del Greco: análysis compartivo,” in Bilbao,
Museo de Bellas Artes, Anunciación, 59–73, provides a detailed study of the replicas, now in
Bilbao and Madrid, including numerous illustrations. Another helpful study of El Greco’s
techniques is Carmen Garrido, “Estudio técnico de cuatro Anunciaciones de El Greco,”
Boletín del Museo del Prado, 8 (1987): 85–108. For a comparative study of autograph and
workshop techniques, see Susanna Pauli Griswold, “Two Paintings by El Greco: Saint
Martin and the Beggar,” Studies in the History of Art, 41 (1993): 132–55.
4On the difference between brushstrokes of the artist and of his shop, see Soehner,
“Greco,” 147–48. A characteristic example of the workshop technique is Saint Francis’
Vision of the Flaming Torch (formerly in Madrid, Heredia-Spinola collection), see Soehner,
“Greco in Spanien,” 154, fig. 7.
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paint very thinly in some parts of the saint’s habit, the artist was able to
exploit the canvas weave to suggest the rough fabric.
The Saint Francis Kneeling in Meditation in Lille, Musée des BeauxArts (ca.1595/1607, oil on canvas, 121 cm. x 91 cm., 47.5 in. x 36.5 in.)
was described by Wethey as a workshop replica, without any intervention
by El Greco.1 Although he museum still catalogues this picture as an autograph work, several recent scholars have accepted Wethey’s classification.2
In my opinion, the Lille picture was produced by the workshop with substantial and noteworthy participation by El Greco. The roughly textured
brush strokes, which cover most of the saint’s robe and cloak, imitate the
master’s distinctive techniques, but their stiff regularity “betrays” the
hand of an assistant. In contrast, the liveliness and varied density of the
paint in the face, hands, and still life indicates that El Greco was responsible for these important areas of the composition. Moreover, the subtle
expressiveness of the facial expression and hand gestures are characteristic
of the artist’s best work.
As Soehner suggested, the picture in Zumaya, Museo Zuloaga, was
produced by the workshop, without intervention of the artist.3 Among
the features which Soehner noted as characteristic of workshop pieces are
the “impersonal” brushwork, simplified light effects, and the widely
spread fingers.4 Soehner and Wethey have justly attributed to El Greco’s
son the Saint Francis Kneeling in Meditation in Toledo, Hospital of Saint
John the Baptist Outside the Walls (oil on canvas, 90 cm. x 70 cm., 35.25
in. x 27.5 in.).5 Typical of Jorge Manuel’s paintings are the idiosyncratic
facial features; the elongated, claw-like fingers; and the sharply faceted
5In this regard, the Art Institute painting can be compared, for example, to Saint
Jerome in Penitence (1600), now in Madrid, Museo de la Real Academia de Bellas Artes de
San Fernando (see note 76).
1Wethey, Greco, 2: 227, no. X-298. Prior to the publication of Wethey’s catalogue, it
had been classified as an authentic work by Cossío, Greco, 596, no. 290; Mayer, Greco, 44,
no. 272; and Camón Aznar, Greco, 1: 360, 365, fig. 245; 2: 1385, no. 574. Published the
same year as Wethey’s monograph, Gudiol, “Iconography,” 202, described the Lille canvas
as an authentic work.
2The Lille painting is characterized as an autograph work by Paris, Musée des arts decoratifs, Trésors de la peinture espagnol, exhibition catalogue, (1963), 152–53, no. 53 (reproduction); Châtelet, Lille, 58–9, no. 21 (reproduction); Hervé Oursel, Le Musée des BeauxArts de Lille (Paris: Dessain et Tolra, 1984), 138, no. 11 (color illus.); and Arnauld. Brejon
de Lavergnée, Annie Scottez-De Wambrechies, and Odile Dussart, Musée des beaux-arts de
Lille: Catalogue sommaire illustré des peintures, 2 vols. (Paris: Réunion des Musées Nationaux, 1999–2001) 145, no. 1893. Frati, Greco, 108, no. 102-e assigns it to the workshop.
Gudiol, Greco, did not include the Lille painting in his comprehensive catalogue of the artist’s oeuvre. Álvarez Lopera omitted it from his list of authentic examples of the composition;
see Madrid, Thyssen-Bornemisza, Greco, 406–07, no. 54.
3Soehner, “Greco in Spanien,” 214, no. 166. Camón Aznar, Greco, 1: 362, 365, fig.
247; 2: 1385, no. 579, considered it an autograph work. Wethey, Greco, 2: 229, no. X-307,
considered it to be a copy.
4Soehner, “Greco in Spanien,” 147–51, establishes that these are distinctive features of
pieces produced by the workshop in the later part of El Greco’s career.
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drapery folds, which conceal the body parts.1 At least eleven other versions of Saint Francis Kneeling in Meditation by followers and copyists
repeat El Greco’s composition.2 In these examples, El Greco’s composition has been elaborated through the inclusion of an extensive landscape
view and additional, naturalistically rendered, still life details. Furthermore, the comparatively smooth, even application of paint in these examples notably differs from the lively, varied brushwork of autograph pieces.
Nevertheless, they are historically of great interest because they attest to
the enduring popularity of El Greco’s prototype.
This review of the versions of Saint Francis Kneeling in Meditation
indicates that at least four (now in San Francisco, Bilbao, Dallas, and Chicago) were painted by El Greco without participation of the workshop and
that one (Lille) was created by the shop under the immediate supervision
of the artist, who made significant contributions to it. El Greco’s several
powerful versions of the same subject differ from typical Renaissance copies, which are easily distinguishable from the originals. Most modern com5Soehner, “Greco in Spanien,” 225, no. 228; Wethey, Greco, vol. 1, fig. 270, 2: 227,
no. X-297.
1These and other characteristic features of Jorge Manuel’s style can be noted, for example, in the signed Pentecost (oil on canvas, 103.5 cm. x w. 51.4 cm., 40.75 in x 20.25 in.),
New York, Sotheby’s, Important Old Masters, sales catalogue, 30 January, 1997, no.154
(color reproduction). Trapier, “Son of El Greco,”1-46, remains the most comprehensive
study of Jorge Manuel’s career.
2The following is a checklist of versions of Saint Francis Kneeling in Meditation by followers and copyists: (1) Granada, formerly Seminario de los Jesuitas, present whereabouts
unknown; dimensions not available. See Wethey, Greco, 2: 228, no. X-30. (2) London, sold
Sotheby’s, 3 July, 1996 (oil on canvas, 75.5 cm. x w. 65.5 cm., 29.75 in. x 25.75 in.). See
London, Sotheby’s, Old Master Paintings Including Pictures from the Fattorini Collection
and Pictures from the Collection formed by the British Rail Pension Fund, sale catalogue, 3
July, 1996, 230, no. 257, reproduction. (3) Los Angeles, University of California Museum
of Art (oil on canvas, 76 cm. x 52 cm., 30 x 20.5 in.). See Camón Aznar, Greco, 1: 359, 365,
fig. 244; 2:1385, no.572; and Wethey, Greco, 2: 229–30, no. X-309. (4) Madrid, Fundación
Lázaro Galdiano (oil on canvas, 140 cm. x 94 cm., 55.25 in. x 37 in.). See Camón Aznar,
Greco, 2: 1386, no. 587; and Wethey, Greco, 2: 229, no. X-305. (5) Madrid, formerly Ministerio de Gobernación, present whereabouts unknown (oil on canvas, 140 cm. x 130 cm.,
55.1 in. x 40.5 in.). See Cossío, Greco, 571, no. 114; Camón Aznar Greco, 1: 359, 365, fig.
243; 2: 1385, no. 573; Soehner, “Greco in Spanien,” 230, no. 273; and Wethey, Greco ,
2:228, no. X-302. (6) Medina Sidonia, Mariano González Aguilar (oil on canvas, 138 cm. x
103 cm., 54.34 in. x 40.5 in.). See Camón Aznar, Greco, 1: 357, 365, fig. 242; 2: 1385, no.
571; Soehner, “Greco in Spanien,” 230, no. 275; and Wethey, Greco, 2: 228–29, no. X-303.
(7) Oviedo, private collection (oil on canvas, 63 cm. x 56 cm, 24.75 in. x 22 in.). See Soehner, “Greco in Spanien,” 230, no. 275; and Wethey, Greco, 2: 230, no. X-310. (8) Paris,
Zareh Nubar collection (oil on canvas, 57 cm. x 43 cm., 21.5 in. x 17 in.). See Wethey, Greco,
2: 227, no. X-299. (9) Princeton, University Museum of Art (oil on canvas, 60 cm. x 51 cm.,
23.75 in. x 20.25 in.). See Wethey, Greco, 2: 229, no. X-306. (10) San Sebastían, Museo
Municipal de San Telmo (oil on canvas, 110 cm. x 96 cm., 43.5 x 34 in.). See Camón Aznar,
Greco, 1: 364, fig. 249; 2: 1386, no. 585; Soehner, “Greco in Spanien,” no. 276; and
Wethey, Greco, 2: 229, no. X-308. (11) Saragossa, Museo Provincial (oil on canvas, 119 cm.
93 cm., 47 in. x 36.5 in.). See Soehner, “Greco,” 172, 230, no. 277, fig. 27; and Wethey,
Greco, 2: 229, no. X-304.
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mentators have described his production of replicas as a tedious activity,
undertaken only out of financial necessity.1 However, as an artist trained
in the Byzantine tradition, he may have regarded the creation of repetitions of existing compositions as a venerable occupation. Because the
Greek Orthodox Church held that icons manifested the Divine Presence,
new images were expected to conform to prototypes, which had constant
validity.2 However, in contrast to Byzantine practice, El Greco sought to
demonstrate his powers of invention by formulating distinctive compositions, to serve as the basis of numerous autograph replicas. Furthermore,
he emphasized his personal “intervention” in the production of each
image through his dynamic and varied handling of paint.
In the Assumption of the Virgin, which he produced at the beginning
of his career in Spain, El Greco revealed his absorption Venetian methods
of painting. The unique inscription, prominently featured in the foreground of the altarpiece, and his fingerprints, systematically recorded on
the hand of the Virgin, suggest the sincerity of his commitment to the
Renaissance conception of an art work as the unique creation of a gifted
individual. Through his later production of numerous autograph replicas
of popular compositions, El Greco managed to synthesize Renaissance
ideas about artistic originality with Greek Orthodox beliefs concerning the
eternal validity of revered prototypes.

1See, for example, Soehner, “Greco,” 147–74; Elizabeth C. G. Packard, “A Problem in
Technical Research: The Walters ‘St. Francis’—A Contribution to El Greco Studies,” Walters
Art Gallery Journal, 23 (1960): 51, 62–71; Wethey, Greco, 1: 114-119; and Brown, “Greco
and Toledo, 102–3.
2Cutler, “Pathos of Distance,” 23–45 and Lidov, “Miracle Working,” 47–57.

